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Introduction
The last twenty years have brought immense changes to nomadic
peoples worldwide, including Kham Tibetan nomads (mobile pastoralists)
of Yushu in Qinghai province, China (玉树洲，青海省，中国). In efforts
to improve people’s standard of living and to prevent serious ecological
degradation, government has recently enacted at least 14 different policies
that have had, and are likely to have, immense consequences for the Kham
Tibetan people’s way of life. Unfortunately, there are often unforeseen,
unintended consequences to such widespread and rapid restructuring of
society. This paper examines these policies in a holistic fashion, each
policy examined independently and in concert with each other; that is, in
both a linear and a vertical manner, in order to show how researchers and
policy-makers may gain a better grasp about how individual policies, often
created in a vacuum, may affect the outcome(s) of other policies. More
importantly, we aim to demonstrate how all of these policies, when
considered together, may affect the Kham Tibetan pastoralist communities
in which they are enacted — sometimes in a positive manner, sometimes
in a negative manner.
The Policy Framework
In the course of planning and carrying out community-centered
conservation and sustainable development work in the project area, we
have noted 14 different policies that target or affect the Tibetan Plateau
region. Traditionally, most organizations (including government) only
examine a proposed policy in a vacuum, or a ‘silo’, with little recognition
or analysis of ramifications on, or interactions with, other policy areas.
This type of situation can occur for various reasons—with financial,
personnel, or political constraints being most common. Unfortunately,
18

Associate Professor, School of Geography & Life Sciences, Qinghai Normal
University; Director, Plateau Perspectives Canada (foggin@plateauperspectives.org)
19
PhD Student, Department of History, University of Arkansas (jmp006@uark.edu)

64

Himalayan Journal of Development and Democracy, Vol. 5, No.1, 2010

because there are too few, if any, attempts to understand how new policies
are acting upon (and being acted upon by) other development policies in
the area, a comprehensive picture of the impact of development initiatives
among Kham pastoralists in Yushu Prefecture is lacking; and our current
understanding is incomplete at best. (See list of policies below.)
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Figure1 - Development policy analysis with the aim of improved
“horizontal policy coordination”
Analysis of the potential positive and negative outcomes, or ramifications, of major
development policies across different fields; with a focus on policies that recently have
been or presently are being implemented in the high altitude grasslands of the
Sanjiangyuan region in Qinghai Province, People’s Republic of China
Main areas of development or conservation impact
Name of policy
(or primary focus)

Poverty
alleviation

Community
health

Basic
education

Environmental
protection

Improved living
conditions (e.g.,
air quality,
temperature, etc.);
and possibly more
time closer to
sedentary forms of
health care

No change;
unless longer
time spent in
‘winter’ areas,
hence children
available for
more sedentary
forms of
education
provision

Changes in land use
patterns, with the
potential for
increased land
degradation

No direct impact

No direct impact

Movement of
certain wildlife
species is hindered,
with some mortality
reported

Increased access
to healthcare
provision, greater
availability of
medicines and
trained medical
personnel, easier
logistics (e.g.) for
immunizations

No direct impact;
except through
increased
likelihood that a
good model of
‘rural
development’ is
approved,
supported

No direct impact

Greater financial
accessibility to
healthcare

No direct impact

No direct impact

No direct impact;

Increased rates of

Some schools

Policies related to poverty alleviation

Sipeitao (houses,
livestock shelters,
fodder, fencing)

Reduced
livestock
overwinter
mortality

Fencing
(promoted by
grassland bureau)

Assumed
improvement in
grassland quality,
and hence longterm income; but
significant
startup costs, and
with manpower
available in local
pastoral context
not necessary

Policies related to community health

Rural clinics

Health insurance

If less illness
(due to greater
accessibility of
healthcare
provision), then
local people’s
personal
economic
situations
improved
Direct refund of a
significant
portion of
people’s medical
costs

Policies related to basic education
Compulsory

Greater diversity
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education

Centralization of
schools

Language of
instruction

of economic
opportunities
potentially
available in the
future; yet may
also require
‘urbanization’
(see below) with
some potential
negative socioeconomic
impacts
No direct impact,
but see
‘urbanization’
that is implicitly
required for
people to comply
with new
situation

No direct impact

but sometimes
vaccines
(immunizations)
are provided in
schools

education

provide teaching to
increase people’s
environmental
awareness

Children have
more direct access
(e.g.) to county
health services;
but also more
crowded living in
schools, with
some negative
impacts
Less effective, as
compared to
mothers (and
others) learning in
their native
language

No direct impact
– as with similar
investment
education also
could be provided
at the village
level, which
would be more
accessible to all

No direct impact,
but loss of way of
life, a livelihood
proven to be
sustainable over
some centuries…

Loss of cultural
heritage

No direct
impact{loss of TEK
regarding
interaction with
environment}

No direct impact,
other than matters
relating to more
urban living (both
positive and
negative)

Assumed good
environmental effect
through recovery of
degraded grassland;
however not all land
under this policy
was degraded, and
the ecosystem
developed over
millennia with
grazing by both
wildlife and
livestock

Not generally
considered…

Not generally
considered…

Main purpose for
the establishment of
nature reserves (and
other ‘protected
areas’) is
‘conservation’

Not necessarily
more accessible,
for both economic
and socio-cultural
reasons

Not necessarily
more accessible,
for both
economic and
socio-cultural
reasons

Not necessary for
sustainable use and
long-term
preservation of
grassland ecosystem
and native wildlife

Policies related to environmental protection

Tuimu huancao

Nature reserves

Shengtai yimin

No direct impact,
but people who
leave their land
for ~10 years
then must subsist
on government
subsidies for a
time, possibility
of losing abilities
in pastoral living
Income matters
not generally
considered…
however some
new
opportunities
may be provided
e.g. wardens
A form of
urbanization (see
below) with
some potential
(and some
already observed)
negative social
consequences,
also with few
economic
opportunities for
former herders

No direct impact,
other than matters
relating to more
urban living (both
positive and
negative)
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Community comanagement

Good model
which
accommodates
various new
forms of income
generation
(including, e.g.,
nature tourism)

Both development
and conservation
can occur
simultaneously

Both
development and
conservation can
occur
simultaneously

Contract
conservation

Good model
which
accommodates
various new
forms of income
generation
(including, e.g.,
nature tourism)

Both development
and conservation
can occur
simultaneously

Both
development and
conservation can
occur
simultaneously

May be successful
for conservation,
expects input from
outside experts
working in
collaboration and in
genuine partnership
with local people
May be successful
for conservation, but
more dependant on
local conservation
efforts only (does
not benefit as much
from outside
experts, partnership
to lesser degree), yet
promotes/supports
sense of autonomy

Over-arching development policies, or broad “directions” pursued

Individualization

Urbanization

Less community
collaboration,
benefits from
traditional forms
of land use and
livelihoods
reduced, less
communitybased mutual
assistance
New arrivals
often on
periphery of
towns, not able to
integrate and to
develop or
occupy new
economic
opportunities

No direct impact

No direct impact

Parcelization of land
resources, less
adapted to variable
climatic conditions,
with ensuing
increased ‘conflict’
with land

Not necessarily
more accessible,
for both economic
and socio-cultural
reasons

Not necessarily
more accessible,
for both
economic and
socio-cultural
reasons

Not necessary in
first place, also may
lead to new
problems (overuse
of nearby resources,
unexpected
ecological impacts,
etc.)

Before we examine these policies in detail, it is important to show why
it is important to view them in a comprehensive manner. Generally, a
policy is examined via one course of thought—e.g., how does this policy
alleviate poverty? While this is a valuable approach when there are only
one or two policies being enacted in a region, it unfortunately is both
insufficient and inefficient when dealing with a multitude of policies.
What we have done, therefore, is determine the four basic things the
government (both local and national) is seeking to accomplish on the
Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau. These four areas of concern are common enough
to us all: poverty alleviation, community health, basic education, and
environmental protection. If we also include in our analysis the rubrics for
understanding environmental protection, education success, and
community health – that is, the set of criteria by which the above
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outcomes are to be assessed; or their proxy measures – then we begin to
see an even more complex picture. We also begin to see a more complete
picture of what ‘development’ looks like, or is leading toward, in Yushu
Prefecture.
Detail – Shengtai yimin
As for detailed discussion, we examine the “shengtai yimin”
(ecological migration) policy and its intended effects, as well as the actual
effects now being seen on the ground. Government officials often assume
that the nomads are directly responsible for the current state of
environmental degradation on the Tibetan Plateau, and therefore recently
began to enact a policy of “Ecological Migration” (Shengtai yimin
生态移民) to “relocate more permanently a large segment of the (former)
herding population into new towns” (Foggin 2008: 29). Some officials
argue that the herders – despite their nearly 5,000 years of a pastoralist life
on the Tibetan Plateau – have now begun to overgraze the region, leading
to a degradation of the land in some areas, and a paucity of flora and fauna
in others. Many other factors, however, are also involved in the observed
land changes.
In reality the emerging degradation has occurred largely due to
changing climatic conditions, and as our global climate continues to shift,
most likely this trend will continue, through no or little fault of the nomads
alone, who are merely following a way of life known to them for several
millennia. Thus, some claims of causality are inaccurate, due primarily to
incomplete (or too narrow) scientific and socio-cultural research. As
several authors have shown, the system used by the nomads “has allowed
them to subsist on the Northern Plateau [part of the Tibetan Plateau] for
centuries without destroying their natural resource base precisely because
it fostered a balance between their highly adapted herds and their harsh
environment” (Goldstein 1990: 149, italics added). Research in several
African nomadic areas has shown that in an arid climate, the nomadic
groups play such an integral role in the maintenance and flexibility of the
ecology that to remove them is disastrous (Leonard and Crawford 2002).
Throughout the Tibetan Plateau, it is rapidly becoming apparent that the
removal of the herders from the land, moving them to towns, is having
increasingly obvious negative social consequences.
All of the above reasons are why a new approach to policy analysis is
required. As we have already argued elsewhere, “the current policy in
China is still an untested trial at an enormous scale – with potential
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devastating long-term (generational) social, cultural and possibly
environmental consequences; some of them irreversible” (Foggin,
forthcoming). There are several reasons for this assessment. First, the
main rationale behind the shengtai yimin policy is inadequate, as the
resettlement it requires has not been convincingly argued as the only way
to circumvent environmental degradation in the region. Several forms of
local governance or community co-management schemes are viable
alternatives. These would include, for example, joint operations between
government authorities and local Tibetan herders for wildlife monitoring
and for the conservation of selected endangered species; a greater
integration of local human development needs or aspirations with
conservation goals, and for this purpose enhanced dialogue with protected
area management authorities; and unique collaborations to mitigate
emerging conflicts between local people and some problematic species
such as brown bear.
Conclusion
For Tibetan herders in the Sanjiangyuan region, where multiple
policies are moving forward rapidly – each often in a vacuum, with little
or no connection to other policies also affecting the area – the implications
are clear. Specifically, in order to promote cultural continuity and thus
enhance community health and well-being, the extent to which any given
policy is being implemented should be limited until it can be more fully
examined in relation to the other policies centered on the same area, or
known to affect in some way the same communities. New forms of
community co-management should be researched, trialled, and adopted;
and more appropriate and accessible forms of social service provision
should be developed, both for herders living in grassland areas and for
(former) herders now living in newly developed towns. With social
concerns already on the rise in China, and with proven alternative means
possible to attain the conservation goals set out for us, policies like
shengtai yimin should not be blindly carried forward, even less expanded,
or simply left unquestioned. Rather, some of the important lessons that
have recently been learned in China, Canada, and elsewhere in the world,
should be taken seriously to heart; and more equitable, sustainable and
economic measures for long-lasting community development and
environmental conservation introduced to the vast grasslands of the
Tibetan Plateau.
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